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CHAPTER 5 (the first half only) 

Moving Beyond Conditioning 

 

WHAT DRIVES CONDITIONING 

 

Regardless of what the conditioning is, because it is conditioning, it's a problem in 

relationships. Different conditioning is the cause of most disagreements in relationships. 

This would seem simple enough to solve: Don't give in to your conditioning; don't be 

attached to having things the way you want them. Although simple, it's not easy to do; if 

it were easy, we wouldn't have so much trouble getting along with others. What makes it 

so difficult to ignore our conditioning? Let's take a moment to examine this question. 

 

Exercise: Examining What Drives Conditioning 
 

Think of a time when conditioning came up, perhaps sometime when you didn't feel 

loving toward your partner because of something he or she did or some way he or she 

looked. What desires, demands, or expectations were behind that feeling? Did an image 

arise in your mind (possibly unconsciously) that related to or fed these feelings?  

 

Make a list all of the things you said to yourself, subtly or not so subtly, and all the 

images that arose around this feeling. Examine each one and ask yourself, "Is that true?" 

It might be helpful to investigate where this conditioning or image came from. Does it 

relate to your father, mother, a sibling, a former partner, or someone else in your past? 

Perhaps it's simply cultural conditioning.  

 

Spending time examining conditioning this way helps diffuse its power, so it has less 

ability to determine our behavior. Seeing that there's nothing behind our feelings but 

ideas and images, puts our feelings in perspective. They no longer feel so true either. We 

tend to believe that our feelings tell us something true and meaningful about a situation 

and that they deserve some action. But most feelings come from conditioning that has 

little truth or relevance now, in this moment. Our conditioning is just a set of ideas we 

were given, much of it a long time ago. Giving our conditioning power by letting it guide 

our actions and reactions only leads to unhappiness and discord in our relationships. 

What if you just let it be there without doing anything about it? 

Our conditioning would be easier to ignore if it weren't so tied to our identity—to a 

sense of who we are and who we should be. For instance, for some men, driving a car 

that is clean and shiny is important to their identity—to how they feel about themselves. 

So if their car gets dirty, it's upsetting to them. When someone's reactions are out of 
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proportion to an event, you can be sure that identity is involved. To investigate 

conditioning like this, try asking, "What if I didn't do or have that?" For example, "What 

if I didn't have a clean and shiny car?" The answers you come up with reveal the meaning 

you give to doing or having something, in this case, having a clean and shiny car: "If my 

car isn't clean and shiny, that means I'm lazy, I'm irresponsible, I don't look good, I don't 

have money, others won't respect me, and so on." 

We give much more meaning to things than they deserve, and that's why some 

conditioning is hard to ignore. If we don't follow it, we feel bad about ourselves. We feel 

our value as a person is diminished—and that's never the case, except in the ego's eyes. 

You can take the ego's point of view, if you like, but doing so only leads to suffering and 

conflict with others.  

So some conditioning is difficult to ignore because we feel our identity and value 

hinge on following it. You see yourself as someone who does things this way and not that 

way, who feels this way and not that way, who believes this and not that, who likes this 

and doesn't like that, who wants this and doesn't want that, who knows about this and 

doesn't know about that. When you think of yourself, you think of your ideas, your 

beliefs, your opinions, your likes and dislikes, your desires, your fantasies, and your 

dreams. All of these are part of your conditioning, which gives you a sense of being 

someone. If your partner disagrees with your conditioning or interferes with carrying it 

out, you feel personally threatened.  

We mistake our conditioning for who we are, so naturally we fight over it because it 

feels like we are fighting for our life. Giving up our conditioning feels like we are giving 

up our identity. We are afraid if we give up these ideas, we won't be who we are. Then 

who would we be? The ego feels confused and frightened about this possibility. It feels 

like it won't exist, and that's true: Without ideas, the ego doesn't exist. But you still do.  

Ideas give us an identity, but they aren't responsible for our existence. We just don't 

realize that we don't need an identity to exist, so we cling to our ideas, as if they were 

necessary for our existence. When we are aligned with Essence, we realize how joyful it 

is to exist without our ideas.  

 

Exercise: Noticing the Energy Behind the I 
 

When you express your conditioning by saying "I like, "I want," "I think," or something 

similar, notice the energy behind this. Notice the excitement and attachment around 

expressing what you think and what you like. This is the ego, and this energy drives much 

of our verbal expression. Notice how often what you say has this energy behind it, and 

know that when you feel this energy, the ego speaking.  
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Start to notice the difference between the ego speaking and speech that comes from 

Essence. When you speak from Essence, it's free of this energy, this push to express 

yourself and get your point across. Essence has no need to get its point across. It doesn't 

have an agenda like the ego has. Notice this difference and choose not to speak "I want" 

and "I like" as many times as the ego is used to speaking them. By indulging in this habit 

less often, it will lose its strength and become less unconsciously driven. Practice just 

being and allowing whatever is happening to happen without expressing an opinion or a 

judgment about it. That is Essence's way. 

 

Another reason it's difficult to ignore our conditioning is that we believe it. When we 

think something, we believe it's right because it is our thought. We think our conditioning 

is the right conditioning and that others should be like us. Even if we aren't under the 

illusion that they should be like us, we still wish they would be, and we try to win them 

over to our way of seeing or doing things. Wishing they were like us is a slightly gentler 

and more enlightened position than assuming others should be like us, but the result is 

still conflict and a lack of acceptance of the other person's point of view.  

 

IGNORING AND ACCOMMODATING OUR PARTNER'S CONDITIONING 

 

There are two ways to keep out of trouble in our relationships. The first is to ignore our 

own conditioning—our desires and ideas about how things should be. The second is to 

ignore or accommodate our partner's conditioning. Trouble starts when we are attached to 

having our own conditioning met, when we try to change our partner's conditioning, or 

when we let it trigger ours. So much of the conditioning that causes difficulties in 

relationships is very minor and wouldn't be a problem if we would let our partner do 

things the way he or she does them, without trying to change it just because it's different 

from how we do things. Does it really matter if your partner doesn't wring out the dishrag 

after using it? Or leaves hair or toothpaste in the sink? Or has bad table manners? Or 

drives too cautiously? Or insists on reading the newspaper in the morning before doing 

anything else? These and so many other little things that annoy us in relationship are just 

not important. They are not more important than love. Can you just let them go? Can you 

just let your partner be the way he or she is?  

If you can, the rewards are great. He or she will surely love you. Acceptance allows 

your partner to relax and just be. It allows him or her to drop into Essence, and from 

Essence love flows. This acceptance will come back to you, so you can just relax and be 

in Essence too. Acceptance is quite simple, really, but it's powerful. It's wise not to 

underestimate its importance in relationships. Acceptance is a quality of Essence, and 

when you choose it, you choose Essence over the ego.  
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In many cases, accepting our partner's way of being is just a matter of counteracting 

any complaints the ego has with a positive statement of acceptance, such as, "Let it be," 

"Everything is perfect," "Love is more important than this," or "He's just the way he is." 

These are expressions of truth from Essence, and we can use expressions like these to 

neutralize or change our relationship to our egoic mind, which judges and resists the 

many ways our partner is different from us. We can remind ourselves: "That's just the 

ego. There it goes again, trying to cause trouble!" Conflict is not inevitable in 

relationships, and we can learn to avoid it through ignoring our partner's conditioning and 

letting him or her just be the way he or she is. This is one of the greatest gifts we can give 

someone.  

As part of this acceptance, we can even go along with our partner's conditioning 

(desires) sometimes, out of kindness. For instance, if your partner wants you to drive a 

little faster, why not? Or if she wants you to wring out the dishrag or keep the bathroom 

sink clean, why not? Why wouldn't you do these little things if it pleases your partner? 

People who love and accept and respect each other sometimes do what doesn't come 

naturally; they do so out of love, to maintain harmony, which is good for everyone. We 

do these little things because they are good for the relationship. We put the relationship 

and love before our own tendencies. Doing things the way we do them is not more 

important than love. When we live with someone, being flexible and considerate in small 

ways yields big results: love. The ego is not cooperative and considerate; only Essence is. 

When we emulate Essence, we always win.  

With all this talk about accepting conditioning, it is important to be clear that not all 

conditioned behavior should be accepted. Behavior that is abusive is not acceptable, not 

only because no one deserves abuse, but also because a relationship can't survive it. You 

don't accept abusive actions and speech from your partner because you value yourself, 

because abusive actions and speech are not good for your relationship, and because it's 

not good for your partner to be allowed to behave that way. Essence accepts, but it 

doesn't accept abuse because it is pro-life and pro-love. Essence doesn't allow itself to be 

victimized. It says no to negativity, hatred, and abuse. To do anything else is to be an 

accomplice to or enabler of negativity and harm. 

Putting your foot down in this regard is a simple matter of stating that you won't 

tolerate your partner speaking to you or behaving toward you in an abusive way. 

Anything you or your partner have to say to each other can be stated clearly, cleanly, and 

without blame, anger, judgment, or criticism. It is imperative that you learn to speak to 

each other this way rather than in a way that creates further negativity. There are lots of 

books available that teach how to communicate nonviolently. It's unfortunate that this 

most important skill isn't taught in school. 
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We are here to learn love, and relationships teach this. If your relationship isn't helping 

you to learn love, but, instead, is fostering enmity, then you need to consider leaving it. If 

interactions within your relationship are overwhelmingly negative or abusive, and you are 

unable to turn that behavior around, then it's likely that you and your partner aren't meant 

to be together. If you have tried everything you can to transform the negativity within you 

and within your relationship and you haven't succeeded, then staying in that relationship 

might not be appropriate. Sometimes love means loving yourself enough to leave a 

negative or an abusive situation.  

 

HOW TO AVOID BEING TRIGGERED BY YOUR PARTNER'S 

CONDITIONING  

 

When our partner is judging us or confronting us with something he or she doesn't like 

about us or about what we are doing, the natural response is a defensive one, which is 

how most arguments begin. We explain our point of view or argue our position. Just as 

you can learn to recognize the ego within yourself when it's operating and say no to it and 

stay in Essence, you can learn to see the ego operating in others and say no to the 

temptation to jump into ego identification and join it in a fight with your partner.  

When you are in Essence, your response to your partner's ego identification and 

contraction is compassion. You know what it feels like to be ego identified, contracted, 

angry, and judgmental. It doesn't feel good. Your partner is suffering, even though he or 

she may be trying to blame or hurt you. Essence feels compassion when it sees this 

happening in another. It doesn't take the partner's words and actions personally. It realizes 

that the partner is caught up in a state of consciousness that is irrational—a state of 

unconsciousness. It also realizes that this state will pass and that the best thing to do 

when he or she is in this state is to give the partner attention and love.  

If you are able to acknowledge your partner's pain and point of view, this will help 

him or her to relax and soften. Arguing with your partner or defending your point of view 

only keeps your partner attached to the ego's position. "I can see this is really important to 

you." "I'll try to remember next time to do this." "You're right." "I could have been more 

considerate." "I'm sorry." These are the kinds of words that can defuse the tension 

between you.  

One of the worst things you can do when your partner is angry with you is to point out 

that he or she is caught in the ego. Making your partner wrong will only bring out more 

defensiveness, anger, and criticism. Instead, try saying things that will make it easier for 

your partner to drop into the Heart, or Essence. You can help your partner drop into the 

Heart by acknowledging where he or she is coming from: "You work really hard, and I 
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should have been more helpful." "I should have realized this was important to you." "I 

should have been more considerate of your feelings." "I should have thought of doing 

that." Saying such things is plain and simple kindness and compassion that naturally 

flows from Essence. It is not being weak. It's choosing love and choosing your 

relationship over any need you might have to be right. 

 

THE POWER OF "I'M SORRY" 

 

When we find ourselves in conflict because we are insisting that our partner do 

something our way or because we are reacting to the way our partner happens to be doing 

something, there's a simple way out: apologize. Notice the negative effect on the 

relationship of what you are saying or doing, stop doing it, and apologize. It's never too 

late to say "I'm sorry." These are tremendously healing words. They can stop a conflict 

instantly and drop both people into their hearts because "I'm sorry" comes from Essence. 

"I'm sorry" concedes that you were wrong in pushing for what you were pushing for. It 

stops the ego, which is trying to be right, in its tracks and immediately allows the partner 

to relax and feel sympathy and love for you.  

When we are able to acknowledge that the ego is running us, it loses its power over us. 

It's only when we act it out unconsciously that it has power, but as soon as Essence 

comes in enough for us to be conscious of what's happening, the ego's game can't 

continue. The jig is up, the ego's been seen, and it can no longer run us. This turning 

point requires a willingness to admit you were wrong, and that's the hardest part. But 

once you see that what's been driving you to hurt or manipulate your partner is the ego 

trying to be right, then it becomes much easier to let go, be humbled, and say "I'm sorry." 

You don't have to defend the ego's position because you see that the ego isn't who you are 

anyway. It's just that part in all of us that causes suffering to ourselves and others. 

It's surprising how just saying "I'm sorry" softens you and your partner. Suddenly, 

there's nothing more to argue over because you have conceded the fight. There's no more 

reason to withhold your love, which we often do to try to manipulate our partner, and the 

result is that love begins to flow again. Suddenly, you both remember what you love 

about each other. It's funny how the ego clouds this, but it does so only momentarily if 

we are willing to concede our position and apologize for any hurt we may have caused. 

Your partner will love you for that, and more important perhaps, apologizing makes it 

possible for you to love your partner again. 

 

 

(This was only the first part of Chapter Five) 
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them. So it is also about spiritual freedom, or liberation, which comes from following the 

Heart, our deepest desires, instead of the ego's desires. It is about becoming a lover of life 

rather than a desirer. 
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requires a new way of thinking or, rather, not thinking. To a large extent, healing our 

conditioning involves changing our relationship to our mind and discovering who we 
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